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THE REVERED MEXICAN HOLIDAY OF DEATH
Logan Johansen
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INTRODUCTION
In recent years, Americans have become enthralled with what many might refer to as
Mexican Halloween. Notably, the Disney film Coco in 2017 portrayed a fantastical interpretation
of the holiday, combining music and a wholesome story typical of the company’s many animated
films. Although the celebration falls just after October 31st, the traditional holiday is not an
imitation of the Americanized All Hallows’ Eve. Yes, there are costumes, candy, and lots of
partying, but the purpose and intent of the holiday is entirely different. With rapidly growing
popularity in the United States and even across the world, it is important for everyone to understand
the origins and cultural significance of this unique celebration. Despite some evidence that
suggests that much Día de Muertos (also called Día de los Muertos, or Day of the Dead) may have
come from the Iberian Peninsula, the holiday still holds tremendous cultural significance to
Mexicans, for those in their home country and among immigrant communities around the world.
From its purported origins in ancient Mesoamerica, its fusion with Catholicism during Mexico’s
colonial period, to its growth outside of Mexico today, Day of the Day challenges its participants
to view death not as a sad or tragic event, but as a joyous and honorable celebration.
COUNTERARGUMENT
Tracing the precise origins of Day of the Dead is a unique challenge. There are little to no
surviving texts that scholars can use to where and when it began being celebrated, but there is clear
evidence of many elements from both Pre-Columbian Mexico and Spain that appear in the holiday
today. Exactly how much of the holiday originates from where is up for debate. There are some
who argue that Spain’s role in the development of Day of the Dead is much more than previously
thought. Louise Burkart, an author quoted in Brandes’ article entitled Sugar, Colonialism, and
Death, explains that scholars must be careful when relying on accounts that were written by
Iberians. “What we know of the ancient Aztecs is the product of information extracted from
indigenous people under tumultuous circumstances…Their (the Spanish) ultimate goal was to
silence indigenous voices, to resolve dialogue into monologue, and to replace cultural diversity
with conformity.”1 Most likely, the information gleaned from the aged journals of long-dead
conquistadores is heavily biased or inaccurate. Written from the perspective of an outsider,
verifying the accuracy of ancient ceremonies and native beliefs is almost impossible to do based
solely on 500-year-old Spanish manuscripts, especially considering that little to no native texts
that might provide a more accurate perspective are still in existence.
Two of the most important traditions of the holiday, the pan de muerto (Bread of the Dead)
and copious amounts of sugary candies shaped into macabre figures are found not only in Aztec
tradition, but also Spanish tradition. All across Spain, from Castile, the Basque Country, Mallorca,
Catalonia, and Galicia, food has long stood as an important part of funerals and death rites. Bread
was especially important; it was given as offerings to the church on Catholic Feast Days. Marzipan
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candies, known as panellets, are still popular in Catalonia and are shaped in fanciful ways (much
like the sugar candies created in Mexico). All Saints’ Day, the traditional Catholic holiday which
concurs with Día de Muertos, is even referred to as Diada dels Morts in Barcelona in 1671.2 These
eerily similar, or in some cases identical, methods of celebration beg the question: did Spanish
colonizers bring their holiday to Mexico where it developed with a Mesoamerican spin or was it
the other way around? While it is undoubtable that Spain provided the Catholic aspect of the
holiday, Mexican people identify Día de Muertos as one of the final vestiges of their destroyed
and dominated culture.
NATIVE HISTORY
The most widely accepted origins of Día de Muertos are from the Aztec/Mexica tribe of
central Mexico. Similarly, the Toltec (who formerly occupied Aztec territory) and the Maya (of
southern Mexico and Guatemala) are also sometimes accredited. Known for the creation of a very
large empire in the 1400’s and their subsequent fall to Spanish conquistadors in 1521, the Aztecs
viewed death much differently than the European conquerors. They did not fear death nor view it
as the opposite side of life. Ancestors and even the gods themselves were present at all times and
needed to be respected and honored like any earthly leader. Ceremonial rituals and dances were
frequently performed, and altars were laden with offerings throughout the year. The Aztecs most
famously practiced ritual human sacrifice. Kristin Congdon writes that “they held the strong belief
of life coming from death – and therefore the view that life and death are codependent…the
sacrificial spilling of blood and the offering of beating hearts to the gods… ensured ritual
participants that the world would continue to exist.”3 This intertwining of life and death, the Aztecs
believed, was the most important part of their existence. In life and in death, the purpose of
humanity was to serve the gods; each aspect was of equal importance.
The paintings, architecture, and pottery of the Aztecs and associated cultures also show the
heavy influence of death on Mesoamerican cultures. Depictions of both gods and men in the few
remaining Maya books, as well as surviving murals, show figures with skeletal-features, bone
adornments, and skull faces. The Aztec god of death, Mictlantecuhtli, is always shown with a skull
face/mask or as a skeleton. Both the Aztecs and Maya created tzompantli, or tall rack structures
that displayed hundreds of skulls repurposed from human sacrifices. Archeologists frequently find
masks, pots, and the like decorated with skeletal imagery in dig sites throughout Latin America.4
There is no lack of evidence to say that these cultures were, in a way, obsessed with death.
Aside from the general theme of death, Día de Muertos borrows one key element from its
pre-Hispanic past: the ofrenda, or altar. The Aztecs created altars out of wood and then decorated
them with figures of their many gods made out of amaranth dough (from the amaranth seed), as
well as a variety of flowers, fruits and vegetables, incense, and cacao.5 These representations would
be decorated further with facial features like eyes, teeth, and mouths. After completion, the effigies
would be worshipped for a time before being cut up and consumed by the people. Sometimes these
figures were created for funeral rites of specific individuals.6 Although modern ofrendas are not
used to worship any ancient deities, or even the Christian God himself, they are used to honor one
person or a group of ancestors. This is a clear tradition passed down from the Aztecs to the Mexican
people today.
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Mesoamerican culture – art, architecture, and religion – are represented in a large portion
of traditional Día de Muertos celebrations and practices. However, the other most important
portion, the Roman Catholic religion, was a product of centuries of colonization, exploitation, and
extermination by the Spanish. As a byproduct of Spanish colonialism and Roman Catholic
evangelism, the ancient religious practices of the indigenous Mexican peoples were warped and
changed, but not forgotten. This Mexican Catholicism, for the lack of a better term, is different
from either of its parent faiths.
DÍA DE MUERTOS AND FOLK CATHOLICISM
The Spanish conquistadors were not the only ones who made up the first expeditions to the
Americas. Along with them, they brought Catholic priests and missionaries to care for the spiritual
needs of the men and also to convert the indigenous natives of the unexplored lands. The conquest
and conversion of the Americas was almost simultaneous: natives who willingly converted were
(usually) spared and those who refused were killed. As previously stated, life, death, and
spirituality were deeply rooted in the Mesoamerican cultures and many did not give up their beliefs
easily. Marchi explains it best in her article entitled “Hybridity and Authenticity in US Day of the
Dead Celebrations”: “These centuries-old rituals for honoring the ancestors were so deeply rooted
in Latin America’s Indigenous populations that the Catholic missionaries who arrived after
Columbus found it impossible to eradicate the pagan practices… Native rituals for remembering
the dead were tolerated by missionaries and relocated to correspond with the Roman Catholic
liturgical dates of November 1 and 2 (All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day).”7 Instead of forcing
the native peoples to abandon their religions entirely, co-opting their “pagan practices” with
already existing Catholic holidays, feast days, and other celebrations made the transition for many
indigenous peoples much easier. The concept of praying to saints was well received by many
because of its similarities to their previous polytheistic religions. The Virgin of Guadalupe (the
patron saint of Mexico) was made equivalent to the goddess Tonantzin, for example.8
Of the traditions Spanish missionaries were willing to allow, there are many of which
Spaniards practiced themselves and in fact, encouraged. The creation of altars and shrines,
consumption of alcohol for religious purposes (akin to the Sacrament of Holy Communion), the
burning of incense, nighttime vigils for the deceased, and even the offering of food as mentioned
earlier, were all acceptable practices. Common decorations on ofrendas include pictures of the
Virgin Mary, Jesus, many different saints, rosary beads, crosses, and candles (called velas).9 The
powers attributed to these saints are often much grander than in traditional Roman Catholicism. In
European and American Catholicism, saints generally are prayed to in order to help intercede on
behalf of the sinner. In essence, one can ask a saint to pray for the petitioner or for a soul in
Purgatory, a sort of in-between the realms of Heaven and Hell. In folk Catholicism (both in Mexico
and other Latin American countries), saints take on the attributes of the gods they represented or
in other cases, the pagan gods can become saints themselves. La Santa Muerte (Our Lady of the
Holy Death) is equivalent to Mictecacihuatl, the wife of the Aztec god of death Mictlantecuhtli.
Prayers to this saint are said to invoke sicknesses or death upon enemies or protection and health
to the petitioner.10 In this way, it is clear that Catholicism took root – and was accepted - in Latin
America, but was often co-opted with indigenous practices so closely that missionaries were never
fully able to remove entirely. Día de Muertos is no exception to this unique combination European
Catholicism and Mesoamerican folk religions.
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THE GROWTH OF DÍA DE MUERTOS IN THE US

Celebration of the Día de Muertos holiday is not limited to Mexico or even other countries
with similar holidays in Latin America. With the influx of Mexican and other Latino immigrants
into the United States in the last century, it should come as no surprise that they, like all
immigrants, bring their cultures with them. However, prior to the 1970’s, Día de Muertos was not
celebrated in the same way that it had been done in Mexico for hundreds of years. From the earliest
known celebrations of the holiday in America in the 1890’s, the festivities have been toned down
for several reasons. One, Mexican goods needed to celebrate the holiday (candies, marigolds, sugar
skulls, etc.) were not readily available in the US. Two, many Mexican immigrants left their
families (and by extension, the cemeteries where their families were buried) behind and it was not
practical to return to their places of birth for such a short time. Three, as Mexicans immigrated to
the US, they began to identify less with their folk culture and more so with modern American
culture, leading to a sort of “forgetfulness”. Typical Mexican American festivities for Día de
Muertos in this period included attending mass, cleaning the graves of family members that had
died in the US, creating small in-home shrines, and sharing a meal with friends and family.11
Due to the small and reserved nature of these celebrations, in contrast with the very large
and public parties in cities in Mexico, Día de Muertos were relatively unheard of among the
majority of Americans outside of cities with large Latino immigrant populations for almost a
century. However, this changed after the start of the Chicano Movement in the 1970’s. As African
Americans fought for their own civil rights, other minority groups began to do so as well. Chicanos
– or Mexican Americans – in California began to organize public gatherings and events to celebrate
and showcase their Latino culture. Día de Muertos was just one of many holidays that slowly began
to gain recognition.12 Regina Marchi writes in her book Day of the Dead in the USA: The Migration
and Transformation of a Cultural Phenomenon about this change in identity:
Referred to today as Neo-Indigenism (a movement by Chicano activists to reaffirm and
celebrate the contributions and achievements of Mesoamerican civilization), the collective
espousal of Mexico’s Indigenous past became dominant aspect of Chicano artistic
expression. A major influence on Chicanos was the pageantry of Mesoamerican sacred
rituals, religious symbols, and spiritual beliefs. At the same time, Day of the Dead in
Mexico was rising in national prominence, both as a tourist attraction and symbol of
national identity. Chicanos who witnessed Mexican celebrations were captivated by the
striking aesthetics and spirituality. They realized that the creativity and devotion involved
in remembering loved ones through ofrendas could also serve as a way to publicly
commemorate individual and collective experiences of the Mexican American community.
For a marginalized community unaccustomed to seeing positive images of itself in the
public sphere, the significance of publicly honoring collective experiences and cultural
traditions cannot be overstated.13
Marchi explains that the Chicano Movement united the formerly disunified Mexican American
community and together, they began to not only celebrate their Mexican (the fusion of Indigenous
and Spanish) heritage, but their newly recognized Chicano identity as well. By taking Día de
Muertos and other important pieces of Mexican culture and rebranding them with a Chicano spin,
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they could form an identity strong enough to break away from the white American culture that
they had been forced to join in order to survive.
Since the founding of the Chicano Movement, Día de Muertos has risen in popularity
outside of the Latino community, too. Apart from news and press coverage during the Día season,
movies and TV have included references to the holiday or even entire episodes or films about it.
Magazines and newspapers include articles about upcoming events, recipes for traditional foods,
ideas for celebrating with children, etc., in September and October as the celebration approaches.
The positive representation given to the now most popular Latino holiday in the United States has
worked to combat the tokenism so often created both in the past and present by mainstream
media.15 By showing Latino culture in a positive light, both those outside of the Latino community
and those inside the community can grow to have a better understanding and appreciation of
Mexican culture.
CONCLUSION
What began thousands of years ago in Ancient Mesoamerica has since adapted and grown
to influence areas outside of its area of origin. From rural Mexico to urban cities in the United
States, Día de (los) Muertos has offered an alternate perspective to what many people think of
when death is mentioned. Although there is some evidence that suggests that the holiday may have
come more so from the Iberian Peninsula that previously thought, the cultural impact of Día de los
Muertos remains unchanged. From its roots in ancient Mesoamerica, its fusion with Catholicism
during the colonization of Mexico, to its growth outside of the country today. Día de Muertos
represents what it means to be Mexican by celebrating in a way that is both spiritually fulfilling
and fun.
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